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Chapter Three 
Peer Observation and Review of Teaching in College Higher Education 
Kay Dutton and Eve Rapley 
 
Introduction 
Over the last two decades peer observation of teaching (POT) has become established 
practice in higher education (HE).  Several reasons are given for engaging with POT, 
however, Hatzipanagos & Lygo-Baker (2006) suggest two main purposes: firstly, to evaluate 
the quality of teaching; secondly, as a means of developing and enhancing practice.   
 
Within a university environment the principal purpose of POT is generally considered to be 
the latter of these, where peers observe each other’s teaching with the aim of enhancing 
teaching quality through reflective practice thus supporting professional development 
(Shortland, 2004). Although POT also takes place for staff delivering HE provision in further 
education colleges (FECs), there is limited literature evaluating the nature or purpose of it in 
this sector. Indeed, the use of POT within HE in FE is largely subsumed into an altogether 
more inspectorial culture, where observations are often largely driven by Ofsted (Office for 
Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills) criteria, with staff being observed 
and graded by management staff, rather than it being a developmental peer process where 
both the observer and the observed participate in order to gain mutual benefit.  
 
This chapter discusses data generated from a small scale study of the nature and use of 
POT within an HE in FE context, and argues that using a developmental, peer approach (as 
opposed to one focussed upon Ofsted grading criteria) is a cornerstone of higher education 
and needs to be embedded into HE in FE in order to develop an genuine and collegial HE 
culture within an FEC, with obvious implications for CHE in general. 
 
Furthermore, adopting a peer approach to POT throughout CHE is not suggested merely as 
a superficial means of emulating the practice commonly found in universities - although this 
premise alone may well be a valid argument on the grounds of helping to develop teacher 
self efficacy (Bandura, 1997), and reflection (Schön, 1983). Rather, it is proposed as a 
means of satisfying more philosophical and pedagogic aspirations. Indeed, if higher 
education is concerned with `providing a challenge to students’ values, assumptions and 
habits of thought’ (Haggis 2006, 531), then supporting CHE to create learning spaces where 
such challenges can be presented and tackled could seem to be concomitant with the 
underpinning purpose of higher education, and the meaning of the word `higher’.  
 
Definitions 
The term ‘teaching observation’ refers to the direct observation of teaching by a colleague 
(Fullerton, 2003).  The literature refers to this process in a number of ways and it is often 
referred to as ‘classroom observation’, ‘teaching evaluation’, ‘peer observation of teaching’, 
or ‘peer review of teaching’, the term used often depending on its purpose and/or practice 
setting.   
 
The nature of what is meant by a ‘peer’ in relation to the observation of teaching is also open 
to interpretation.  Gosling explains that this term may encompass a number of different 
relationships within an institution and that `[p]eers can be colleagues from the same 
department, either of similar status or there can be differentials of status, or the colleagues 
can be from another department, or from a central educational development unit’ (Gosling, 
2002, 2).  Similarly Hammersley-Fletcher & Orsmond (2004) suggest that peers may vary 
from that of a colleague who is more senior and experienced, to that of one who is less 
experienced but who is able to gain value from the observation process itself. 
 
  
History of the use of teaching observations in post-compulsory education 
The notion of inspections that review the standards of teaching and learning via teaching 
observations in the post compulsory sector is not new.  From 2002 the focus of inspections 
of FE colleges, at that time carried out by Ofsted and ALI (the Adult Learning Inspectorate), 
was to `concentrate more on classroom teaching and learning and spend less time 
scrutinising some of the more administrative aspects of a teacher’s role’ (O’ Leary, 2006, 
192).  This change was designed to allow the inspection regime to `help bring about 
improvement by identifying strengths and weaknesses and highlighting good practice [in the 
classroom]’ (HMI/Ofsted, 2002, 3, cited in O’ Leary, 2006).   
 
Although the inspection process has subsequently changed, with Ofsted taking on sole 
responsibility for the inspection of colleges (Ofsted, 2008), teaching observations still form 
an important part of the inspection method.  Colleges are now required to produce a Self 
Evaluation Document prior to an Ofsted inspection, in which they must suggest grades in 
support of their performance, and therefore teaching observations are used to compile such 
information (Ollin, 2009). 
 
In contrast, the UK HE sector has embraced forms of POT in more ad hoc and voluntaristic 
ways, with its commonplace use as a means to develop and enhance the quality of teaching 
and learning (Fullerton, 2003).  The requirements of QAA Subject Review (2000-2001) 
presented HEIs with the impetus to develop the practice of implementing teaching 
observations as, during the review visit, observations of teaching and learning were to take 
place (QAA, 2000).  It is also reported that if a university department was able to 
demonstrate that it had an effective POT system then there would be less of a requirement 
for QAA reviewers to observe teaching during a review of this nature (Gosling, 2000, as cited 
in Hammersley-Fletcher & Orsmond, 2004).  Although this review method was superseded 
by the Institutional Audit method (in 2003) and now by Higher Education Review (HER) 
(QAA, 2013a), this area of academic practice has continued to evolve as many universities 
have come to appreciate the merit of observing colleagues teaching.  Many universities now 
incorporate teaching observations into their quality assurance and enhancement 
mechanisms (Fullerton, 2003). 
 
The purpose of teaching observations 
Although Ewens and Orr categorically state that `[p]eer observation is a developmental 
process.  If colleagues are to score each other it becomes judgemental’ (Ewens & Orr 2002, 
1), Gosling suggests that teaching observations may have a number of purposes.  He 
reviewed POT by defining the meaning of the three key terms in the phrase ‘Peer 
Observation of Teaching’ and proposed that there are three models that help to categorise 
the different terms used and the main purpose for carrying out an observation of teaching.  
The three models proposed by Gosling are a ‘management or evaluation model’, a 
‘development model’, and a ‘peer review model’ (Gosling, 2002).   
 
Hammersley-Fletcher & Orsmond (2004) have drawn together many aspects of what peer 
observation is for and their views support Gosling’s teaching observation models in that they 
suggest that there are three elements to peer observation: 
 
 
 
1. Accountability;  
2. Enhancement of practice through personal reflection; 
3. Improvement of practice by promoting dialogue and dissemination of good practice. 
 
In practice POT has been reported to be utilised in a number of situations (depending on the 
sector being examined).  Within the HE sector these include use in accredited academic 
development programmes (Bell & Madenovic, 2008; Donnelly, 2007), probationary periods, 
to develop and enhance teaching and professional practice as part of on-going CPD, and as 
part of appraisal/review schemes (Bell & Madenovic, 2008).  In the FE sector teaching 
observations are more commonly linked to quality assurance of teaching than for quality 
enhancement (Hardman, 2007). Using Gosling’s (2002) POT model in which to contextualise 
POT within the HE and FE sectors, current literature suggests that the Enhancement (2) and 
Improvement (3) strands underpin POT within HE, whilst there is the dominant influence 
upon a POT approach within FE (and by extension, HE in FE) is more concerned with 
Accountability (1).  
 
It is at this juncture that a fundamental difference between HE and FE is revealed, a 
difference that has profound implications for HE in FE – for HE staff, the student experience 
and pedagogy in general. The enhancement aspect underpins the HE model, with an 
ungraded, developmental approach being taken. This is in stark contrast to FE where `the 
lecturer becomes an agent of research, i.e. a ‘body’ to be assessed and scrutinised 
according to a defined set of criteria’ (Child, 2009, 333).  
 
HE in FE – a clash of competing cultures? 
Over the last few years the role of FECs in delivering HE provision has become more 
extensive as widening participation, raising skills levels regionally and nationally, lifelong 
learning and competing in the global economy have become important political issues 
(Greenwood, 2008).  Parry & Thompson describe some of the conflicts that occur between 
the policy treatment of HE provision in FE colleges which includes, what these authors 
describe as, `asymmetries of power and interest expressed in a dual system of tertiary 
education’ (Parry & Thompson 2002, 11), which may include irregularities within the need 
for, or purpose of, POT.   
 
In terms of philosophical and epistemological distinctions between FE and HE,) offers a pithy 
aphorism; namely that `the distinction between HE and FE sees HE pursuing the unknown 
and FE seeking to master what is known’ (Creasy 2013, 43). Garrod & Macfarlane add 
weight to this by referring to FE as being concerned with `the development of skills and 
competencies’, whilst HE is built upon `knowledge being more general and conceptually 
complex in nature’ (Garrod & Macfarlane, 2007, 589). This is further supported by Hussey & 
Smith who argue that HE is concerned with `the mastery of theories, technical and abstract 
concepts and general principles, together with skills of analysis and critical thinking’ (Hussey 
& Smith, 2010, preface vii). 
 
A significant facet of this divide is undoubtedly concerned with culture and autonomy. Lea & 
Simmons (2012) suggest this autonomy is something that Further Education Colleges 
(FECs) can never aspire to as they are currently constituted.  One manifestation of that 
difference is  `that universities are inspected against their own aims and objectives and 
through a regime of peer review whereas (FECs) are inspected against externally-set criteria 
and through the Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) (Lea and Simmons 2012, 181). 
This view of autonomy (individual and organisational) as being a cornerstone and defining 
characteristic of HE is given further weight by Nasta (2011). In comparison to the FE sector 
Nasta talks of HE in terms of its `stronger emphasis upon the autonomy and their 
concomitant responsibility for regulating the standards of their own provision’ (Nasta, 2011) 
Malcolm & Zukas (2000) reinforce the autonomy position as being a significant demarcator 
between the FE and HE worlds with their assertion of HE being coined in terms of `academic 
freedom, criticality, knowledge production and autonomy’. Their contrasting statement 
describing FE in terms of its focus upon a `systematized delivery of pre-ordained curricula, 
organisational discipline and customer service orientation’ (Malcolm & Zukas, 2000) could 
not present a more diametrically opposing position. They, like others, are unambiguous in 
their contention that FE and HE are inherently different.  
 
Herein lies a problem for HE in FE, as it is often finds itself in an unsatisfactory `no-mans 
land’ between HE and FE. This also has many manifestations, for example, O’Keefe & 
Sanders assert that `it is not acceptable to align HE in FECs with further education practices 
merely because that is the bulk of the FEC’s portfolio and practice’ (O’Keefe & Sanders, 
2009, 156). This view is reinforced by Davies who comments how HE in FE students are 
`generally required to fit into an environment, régime and culture that have not been 
designed to accommodate their particular needs’ (Davies 2007, 48-9). Referred to as being 
“a square peg in a round hole” (Turner et al., 2009), HE in FE constantly faces the 
challenges of delivering HE in manner that ensures students receive a comparable 
experience to their counterparts studying at a university (Phillips et al., 2009). And reviews of 
literature persistently suggest that HE in FE is perhaps being stymied by the omnipresent FE 
culture and its inherent doctrine and values  (e.g. Randle and Brady, 1997; Avis, 2001; Lea, 
2009). 
 
This context and notion of no-mans land provides the backdrop to the research we have 
undertaken on POT within HE in FE settings. 
 
Research into the use and perceptions of teaching observations in HE in FE  
Anecdotal evidence suggests that FE colleges delivering HE do not differentiate between the 
requirements for Ofsted teaching observations (for FE) and the recommendations of the 
Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) (for HE) in relation to teaching observations (Gray, 2010).  
Therefore observations which are carried out for taught HE sessions in a FE college tend to 
be for evaluative and judgmental purposes (Gray, 2010), rather than for the development 
and enhancement of teaching and learning, which is purported to be one of the benefits of 
POT. That said, there is a paucity of research surrounding the use and function of teaching 
observations in an HE in FE context and it is this that provided the catalyst for undertaking 
this small-scale study. 
 
The aim of the research was to identify what type of observations are really taking place for 
college based HE – is the anecdotal evidence correct or have things moved on in the FE 
sector?  The research questions were formulated based upon a review of the literature and 
sought to obtain information about current practice for HE in FE teaching observations. The 
focus was upon perceptions of the purpose and value of POT within an HE in FE setting 
from the perspective of a) HE in FE teachers; and b) college managers responsible for HE 
provision. 
 
The research used an exploratory case study approach with four FE colleges within the UK 
(three of the colleges are general FE colleges, whilst the fourth is a specialist provider of 
land-based education). Data collection consisted of two phases: firstly questionnaires 
(mainly closed but with some open ended questions) sent to two groups of staff – HE in FE 
teachers and managers.  These were analysed with the Statistical Package for the Social 
Sciences (SPSS) for closed questions and with thematic analysis for open ended questions.  
Thematic analysis data was used to inform the design of second phase of data collection, 
the semi-structured interviews.  These were undertaken with a limited number of volunteers 
following the questionnaire phase.  
 
Research study findings 
Results are based on 43 questionnaires (a 37% response rate, from a total of 115 
questionnaires sent out) and nine semi-structured interviews with participants from three of 
the four colleges.  Questionnaires were received from five out of nine managers and 38 out 
of 106 teachers from a variety of disciplines with the greatest proportion of respondents from 
within one of three areas: Business and related subjects, Education and Staff Development, 
and Computing and IT. Other subject areas included Construction, Engineering, Health and 
Social Care and a range of land-based disciplines. The participants interviewed had a variety 
of roles ranging from those with only teaching responsibilities, to those with teaching and 
management responsibilities (including, for example, programme leaders and curriculum 
managers) and those with all management responsibilities (a Vice Principal and Assistant 
Principal). 
 
As expected there were variations between processes for teaching observations between 
colleges with all teachers being subject to annual observations.  An unexpected finding 
revealed three of the four colleges employed a similar, two tier approach for both HE and FE 
observations:  
 
1. Formal, compulsory type observations which were hierarchical in nature 
2. POT – carried out by peers and designed to be developmental 
 
The former of these was generally seen as a “box-ticking exercise” that was of little value to 
teachers.  Some benefit was seen to this process depending on the relationship with the 
observer.  For example, if it was carried out by someone who the observee perceived to be 
“qualified” to judge a HE lesson as well as able to provide feedback, that was of use to 
developing practice rather than simply being given a grade. The majority of HE teachers in 
the study taught a mixture of FE and HE, the norm for FE colleges with HE provision (King & 
Widdowson, 2012), with less than half spending the majority of their time delivering HE.  
Teachers were therefore more likely to have their FE teaching formally observed.   
 
True POT (i.e. that which is development rather than evaluative) (Gosling, 2002) was seen 
as having more benefit and value to the development of practice.  This appears to be for a 
number of reasons – it is not compulsory, it is carried out by colleagues and not managers 
(is not hierarchical), is often not formalised (e.g. team teaching), staff can be both observers 
and observes.  The study supported the work of Kohut, Burnap and Yon (2007) in that staff 
reported that it was more beneficial to their practice to observe than be observed. However, 
it was found that this type of observation is more difficult to organise and implement.   
 
On the whole it was found that each of the colleges also used the same processes for FE 
and HE observations, however, at least two of the colleges differentiated between the 
requirements for FE and HE lesson observations.  This was based on the acknowledgement 
that HE teaching is different to that of FE.  Although these differences were not clearly 
defined, participants made reference to differences in level, delivery style, expectations of 
HE, quality assurance requirements and systems, and academic skills requirements. It was 
found that on the whole there is a requirement for participants to have their teaching 
observed but that this was not necessarily teaching HE.  Nearly all of the formal, quality-type 
HE teaching observations are graded (most often using an Ofsted framework), and these 
types of observations were mainly used for staff appraisal and performance management, 
and occasionally to unofficially inform staff development needs and opportunities.  These 
formal, quality-type observations are generally perceived to of little value and are a `box-
ticking’ exercise, although this is affected by the effect of, and relationship with, the observer. 
One manager commented that “you can’t necessarily have two completely different systems 
because you still need to make sure that your HE teachers are performing”, whilst another 
detailed how it was important to keep the systems separate in order to prevent POT from 
becoming “a more judgemental accountable system” and therefore “break[ing] the best 
characteristics of the peer, informal, non-judgemental system”. 
 
A key point emerging from study is that the colleges in this study are using this two-pronged 
approach to teaching observations.  That said, the FE culture still appears to be the driving 
force with Ofsted inspection being a priority.  However, at least two of the colleges in the 
study demonstrated the acknowledgement that HE teaching is different to that of FE and that 
there need to be different expectations and criteria applied to HE teaching observations.  
This is in part due to the impact of recent IQER (Integrated Quality Enhancement Review, 
the QAA method for FE colleges delivering HE) as well as engagement with the Academic 
Infrastructure (now the UK Quality code), and the CPD available to these colleges along with 
a greater understanding and appreciation of the requirements of HE. And this is likely to 
become more embedded as increasing numbers of FECs are set to become part of the new 
common HER framework for HE audit: 
 
There have been a number of recent changes to how QAA operates quality 
assurance for FEC providers of higher education on behalf of HEFCE. These 
changes have been to harmonise arrangements so that, with respect to their higher 
education provision, FECs have similar obligations and profile to higher education 
(QAA, 2013b). 
 
It is acknowledged that this research had a number of limitations.  This includes its small 
scale and it being an exploratory case study.  The participation rate was 37% and there was 
one college that did not participate in the semi-structured interviews.  As a result, it was 
difficult to ascertain the views of managers from such low numbers.  It is also recognised 
that the researcher-participant relationship may also have influenced the study, in particular 
participation.  
 
What the study does illustrate it that there is some acknowledgment by colleges to recognise 
the differences between HE and FE. This must be viewed as being a positive development. 
However, the influence of Ofsted clearly looms large within the psyche of a FEC and the 
acceptance of HE being different to FE is not consistently and comprehensively embraced 
across the FE sector. Whilst there is clearly some appetite for promoting a more 
autonomous model of observation for HE in FE tutors, there is enormous scope to develop 
this approach further throughout CHE.  
 
Conclusion, recommendations and future research 
A number of recommendations can be made in light of this work in relation to what FE 
colleges may wish to consider in relation to policy and practice for teaching observations for 
HE.  There is no one size fits all, however, colleges should be developing specific criteria for 
HE teaching observations, particularly for formal observations.  This should be to the benefit 
of staff and students and could help to foster a HE culture and a sense of ‘HEness’. 
 
Engagement with the UKPSF, the UK Quality Code and HER could all provide the impetus 
to develop the observation process, but CPD may be needed to help staff get ‘up to speed’ 
e.g., awareness of the Framework for Higher Education Qualifications (FHEQ), Chapter B10 
of the Quality Code on teaching and learning. Indeed, a recent study by King & Greenwood 
(2010) identified: 
 
 teaching of HE requires a different approach and a different skill set 
 there is a need for more specialist CPD for HE in FE staff  
 there is a particular need for scholarly activity that is linked to professional updating 
and which impacts positively on classroom skills 
 there is a need to ensure that staff are able to adapt their teaching skills to the style 
required in HE, for example: 
o promotion of independent and autonomous learning 
o promotion of a deep approach to learning 
o opportunities for critical thinking 
o getting students involved in research early on 
o student involvement in planning learning 
 
In addition, it is vital that observers of HE in FE classes are appropriately qualified and 
experienced – this will not only help to enhance practice but to develop credibility for the 
process. Anecdotal evidence from FECs suggests many managers observing are FE 
teachers with little or no HE teaching experience themselves.  It is essential that all college 
staff are fully aware of the distinct philosophical orientation of higher education as well as the 
academic demands of higher education. Those teaching HE must be afforded the time, 
space and support to develop themselves as HE practitioners and this can only be achieved 
through buy in, support and resources from FEC senior management; a context where `staff 
teaching HE in FECs need to have the confidence to move away from the paradoxical safety 
of heavy regulation, and their accommodation to managerial and performativity cultures’ 
(Lea and Simmons 2012, 190). FEC senior management are in a position to plot a course 
away from a solely FE orientation into a realm where the unique identity, character and 
requirements of HE can be fully recognised and addressed; only then can a more authentic 
HE environment be perceived and experienced by HE in FE students and staff (Rapley, 
forthcoming). 
 
True, developmental peer observation should be viewed as being part of a suite of tools that 
HE in FE teachers and managers can use in order to enhance HE pedagogy within an FE 
context. Equipping HE in FE teachers with an extended and appropriately orientated 
pedagogic repertoire that recognises the specific needs of an HE class can only serve to 
benefit both HE students and staff.  The challenge is to recognize the specific context of 
CHE, including the distinct missions of some colleges and their student profiles, but at the 
same being guarded not to `deviate from the ideals of higher education…parity of learning, 
alignment with current developments, modes of teaching and innovation in pedagogical 
approach [which] are…all critical to HE wherever it is taught’ (O’Keefe and Sanders, 2009, 
151). 
  
 
